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This M.A. thesis aims to explore the confrontation and reconciliation of art and 
Jewish culture in Jewish-American writer Chaim Potok’s novel The Gift of Asher Lev. 
With analyses of the origin of the Jewish negative attitude towards painting, the 
meaning and significance of painting, and the conflicts and reconciliation of art and 
Jewish culture, the continuity and development of Jewish culture are discussed. 
In Potok’s works and related criticism, the confrontation between cultures is a 
focus, and also a theme for his works. The Jewish culture represented in his novels is 
in continuous adjustment and development in order to maintain its Jewishness under 
new circumstances. Painting as a western art is a representative of western culture. 
The development of Jewish painting is limited or confined compared with its fruitful 
contributions to music or literature. Different from other Potok protagonists, Asher, a 
Jewish painter, confronts more difficulties and obstacles when dealing with the 
relationship between Jewishness and artistic creativity. The confrontation and 
reconciliation of painting and Jewish culture is Potok’s attempt to present the 
tolerance, recognition and influence between cultures, and an exploration of a Jewish 
culture that is developing and improving. 
This thesis consists of four chapters, in addition to the introduction and 
conclusion. Chapter One will introduce the general opinion of Jewish culture on 
painting. The relation between Jewish culture and visual art or pictorial art is 
discussed with the influence of the Second Commandment and anti-idolatry. 
Chapter Two focuses on the influence and significance of painting to Asher. In the 
novel, the notion of “painting” has been extended and explored. From “gift” to 
“perspective”, painting has provided a broader horizon for Asher to observe and 
consider the connections of Jewish culture and the western culture represented in 
















Chapter Three will provide a discussion on Potok’s cultural confrontation. As the 
major theme in most of his novels, the confrontation between the subculture and the 
umbrella culture shows Potok’s concern about the future development of Jewish 
culture in the contemporary context with the umbrella culture: the western secular 
humanism. As a “between person” between cultures, Asher’s reflection of the 
situation and relevant problem is representative.  
The last chapter will analyze the reconciliation of the confrontations. The 
meaning of the painter’s solution to reconcile with his Jewish community is discussed 
by an interpretation of the central metaphor “riddle”, and the key characters involved. 
Avrumel, Asher’s son, symbolizes the integration of Jewish culture and western 
culture.  
In conclusion, Jewishness is the characteristic of Potok’s writing. The cultural 
confrontation is always his concern. The reconciliation between Jewish culture and 
western humanism is positive: Potok believes the Jewish renewal in the contemporary 
era. 
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Chaim Potok is a Jewish American writer who “presents the importance of Judaism 
and religious belief in the modern world while also depicting the difficulties suffered 
by inquisitive protagonists attached to Jewish Orthodoxy” (Encyclopaedia of 
American Jewish History 590). As a Conservative rabbi, his deep understanding of 
Judaism and Jewish culture enables him to present the confrontations between Jewish 
and non-Jewish worlds, in his words, the “core-to-core confrontations” between a 
subculture (Jewish) and the “umbrella culture” of the western secular humanism. The 
conflicts between Orthodox Jewish traditions and the values of the western secular 
world become the central theme of Potok’s novels. His fiction depict protagonists who 
live near the core of Jewish culture, who obtain profound knowledge from the 
richness of Jewish heritages, and who also sense a necessity to communicate with the 
outside non-Jewish world to get a better understanding of both worlds. 
Potok was born in the Bronx, New York on 17 February 1929 to Polish-Jewish 
immigrant parents: Benjamin Max and Mollie Friedman Potok. His father was a 
Belzer Hasid, and his mother a descendant of a Hasidic dynasty. The Hasidic 
background determined the influence of Orthodox Jewish culture on Potok’s life. He 
attended orthodox Jewish yeshiva and received orthodox Jewish education. He got his 
B.A. in English literature from Yeshiva University in 1950. In the same year, he left 
Jewish Orthodox fundamentalism and joined the Conservative. In 1954 Potok 
graduated from the Jewish Theological Seminary of America and was ordained as a 
Conservative rabbi. He received his Ph.D. in philosophy from the University of 
Pennsylvania in 1965. He married Adena Mosevitzky, a psychiatric social worker in 
1958, and they have two daughters, Rena and Naama, and a son Akiva. Potok died in 
2002. 
Potok’s literary creations are consistent, with a novel in almost three or four years. 















My Name Is Asher Lev (1972), In the Beginning (1975), The Book of Lights (1981), 
Davita’s Harp (1985), The Gift of Asher Lev (1990), and I Am the Clay (1992). Old 
Man at Midnight (2002) is a collection of three novellas. His non-fiction works 
include Wanderings: Chaim Potok’s History of the Jews (1978), Theo Tohiasse: Artist 
in Exile (1986), The Gates of November: Chronicles of the Slepak Family (1996), and 
Isaac Stern: My First 79 Years (1999). Potok also wrote children’s literature, The Tree 
of Here (1993), The Sky of Now (1995) and Zebra and Other Stories (1998). He had 
published articles on Judaism, philosophy and literary criticism in periodicals as well 
as short stories. Beside novels, Potok had plays performed later in his literary career, 
and his debut novel The Chosen had a film adaptation in 1982. 
His first published novel, The Chosen, was nominated for National Book Award 
and received Edward Lewis Wallant Award in 1967. Its sequel The Promise received 
Athenaeum Prize in 1969. The novel The Gift of Asher Lev won National Jewish Book 
Award for Fiction in 1990. In 1997, Potok received an Honorary Doctorate in Humane 
Letters from La Sirra University and won the Jewish Cultural Achievement Award. 
Two years later, in 1999, the play adaptation of The Chosen received the Barrymore 
Award for Outstanding New Play, while his “Moon” won the O’Henry Award at the 
same year. In 2000, Potok received the Distinguished Arts Award from the 
Pennsylvania Council on the Arts. 
Potok’s novels have distinctive characteristics. From The Chosen to The Gift of 
Asher Lev, the style continues with variations. The novels are semi-autobiographic or 
autobiographic with stories based on Potok’s own experience or that of his relatives or 
family members. Potok depicts his childhood experience, the Jewish education he 
received, the Jewish community he lived in, and his journey to East Asia as a chaplain 
in the American Army in different books. The detailed authentic Jewish scenes in the 
novels, such as the classroom scenes in yeshiva, the Sabbaths in an ordinary Jewish 
family, the Jewish festivals, and the synagogue scenes, present a Jewish world with its 
uniqueness and reliability. 















confrontation” [1] in Potok’s writings. The essential Jewish culture is contained. 
Potok’s acquaintance with the Jewish canon and Judaism is the source for the cultural 
richness in his novels. His interest in western philosophy provides Potok with a 
perspective different from his Jewish one and cultural confrontations and 
breakthroughs of boundaries. All Potok novels share a concern on cultural 
confrontation which follows an ascending degree and a widening range of the 
umbrella culture. He confesses in interviews and essays that it is true that his later 
novels deal with more complex problems and “lead to resolutions that are mired in 
ambiguity. The novels are deliberately set in an increasingly difficult array of 
confrontations, each more difficult than the previous one to resolve” (Chavkin and 
Potok 148). Each novel illustrates a confrontation of Jewish culture and the outside 
“umbrella” culture from a different aspect. The subject in all his novels involves “the 
interplay of the Jewish tradition with the secular twentieth century” (Kremer, “An 
Interview with Chaim Potok” 32). Also in the novels, the two worlds, the sacred and 
secular, are simultaneously presented in Jewish life. Potok’s emphasis on Jewish 
culture in challenge with his notion of “cultural confrontation” provides a possible 
perspective to interpret and analyze his works.  
The cultural confrontation can also be traced in The Gift of Asher Lev, the less 
criticized and reviewed sequel to My Name Is Asher Lev. In a review, Andy Solomon 
points out the weakness of the novel, but also notes Potok’s “knowledgeable insights 
to share about art” (7).  
Most of the academic study and criticism of Potok’s works were accumulated in 
the 1970s-80s in the US. The most frequently reviewed or analyzed are The Chosen, 
his debut novel, and My Name Is Asher Lev. Most of the analyses focus on the cultural 
aspects presented in his books. Critical essays also emphasize the cultural elements in 
Potok’s novels. Joanna Barkess in the essay “Painting the Sitra Achra: Culture 
Confrontation in Chaim Potok’s Asher Lev Novels” provides analyses of Potok’s 
creating of secular culture in the Asher Lev novels, while Sanford E. Marovitz traces 
                                                 
[1] In critical works and Potok’s interviews, “cultural confrontation” and “culture confrontation” both exist. This 
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